Astonishingly, the term Impressionism was to originate as a term of abuse which was
applied to an exhibition of works that appeared sketchy and unfinished. During the 1870’s
Impressionism reached it’s height with artists unified in their rejection of the old ‘tame’ art.
Impressionism addressed two fundamental aims. One was to depict modern carefree life and
the other painting in the open air. It was through the depiction of modern life that
Impressionism “rejected traditional art subjects such as history, mythology and classical
landscapes.”’ The emergence of Impressionism had taken almost a “century of social and
political and artistic upheaval, and of struggle against the extreme stranglehold of the
French Academy.’

The Impressionists held great concern for the way the light fell upon the landscape and in
creating their work outside they were able to directly and spontaneously capture the
instance of light as they saw it. “They loved reflective surfaces such as water and sky.” For
this reason, they developed a revolutionary painting style based on nature changing
continually. A major influence on the Impressionists was the scientific colour research that
was conducted in the 19th century that gave insights into the « ..processes of seeing the
world through reflected light.”* In contrast it was the Expressionist’s that used colour to
represent inner emotions to trigger a psychological feeling from viewer. Due to stylistic
differences and artists not in agreement with their aims or approaches most of the major
Impressionist work was to finish before 1910.

Edouard Manet (1832-1883) was a French artist who created and influenced the
development of Impressionism. Ironically, although he created the Impressionist style he

« refused to so label his own work.” Manet’s Olympia (1863)° was exhibited at the
Salon in 1865, and the exhibition of this piece was to bring public outrage because of its
unorthodox realism. In this composition, one sees a white prostitute lying on a sofa staring
defiantly at the viewer. There is a black cat at the end of the bed and a negress offering the
prostitute a banquet of flowers. The colours depicted are flat. The “extreme oppositions”7
and stark contrasts of light and dark depicted, shown between the woman and the
background, was a direct result of the emergence of new science of flash photography.

Due to embarrassment, Art critics directed harsh criticism towards Olympia when it was
exhibited.

Manets’ originality lies in the fact that .. he did not intend his pictures to have an overt
meaning”® . Simply, there was none. His possible intention was that he wished to exhibit his
work in the Salon. Olympia .. has a long line of distinguished antecedents, every reclining
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Venus or Odalisque from Titian through Goya to Ingres™ . Olympia is a modern adaption
and direct inspiration by 16th Century Goya’s example.

Around 1886, Manet was to join and influence other French Impressionist artists, primarily
Degas. Manet was different to Degas as he did not share his “.. _preoccupation with drawing
and layout.”'® Manet and Degas used black which was not seen in the other Impressionist’s
work. In comparison to Qlympia, Manet’s later work Suicide (1881) shows the younger
Impressionists’ influence, as Manet’s style had changed and brushstrokes are far more
sketchy and spontaneous.

Edgar Degas (1834-1917) had a dislike of painting directly from nature. Degas “remained
aloof from most human contacts”'! which concentrated and developed his ideas and
perceptions regarding art. Degas’ style stood out from the general Impressionist work as
preferred to work in the studio and was interested more in the study of artificial light than
natural. In being a member of the upper class, his work often depicted scenes of races,
music concerts, cafes and theatres which is in contrast to the other Impressionists. Most
Impressionists depicted everyday life scenes focusing on the outdoors and street subjects,
for example Morisot’s composition Summers Day (1879) which depicts two women sitting
out by a pond, one reading a book, while the others stares out into the water and watches
the ducks paddle by. Japanese art, with their “unexpected angles of vision, off-centre
compositions and use of blank space”'? also influenced Degas’ work.

The Cafe Singer (1878)" is typical of Degas’ work. and is an oil on canvas. He has been
able to capture the frozen moment of emotion with colours (reds, yellows, browns, greens
and black) arousing feelings of warmth. The Expressionist’s had a similar quality in their art.
Picasso’s The Crouching Beggar-woman through the blue/grey colouring leaves a cold,
depressing melancholic feeling on the viewer.

In The Cafe Singer, to the middle right of the composition we face a very youthful female
Cafe Singer. Her right arm raised in the air, her head thrown back and her mouth wide open
Degas has managed to capture a moment of her singing. Behind her one sees a green and
yellow trellis which enables us to understand that she is singing at an outdoor cafe-concert,
although the ...dramatic close-up view” seems to “...isolate the figure from the setting”™'*.
Degas had a personal interest in capturing and studying the effect of artificial light which is
illustrated in this composition. Light shines up from below, which gives the effect of
shadows cast at the top of her face. The light that shines on her mouth and neck emphasises
and illuminates her singing in motion. The colour that shines upon the woman is a dark
yellow orange which is a reflection of the dim cafe.
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Tt was in “...opposition to Impressionism and more generally to Naturalism™" that was to

find the emergence of Expressionism. Expressionism began in the early 1900’s and was an
art movement that originated and developed from Germany. This liberation from naturalism
was a reaction to the end of WWL. The anguish of the aftermath of the war had broken all
hopes the Germans had. The Imperialists’ dreams were shattered, inflation had set in, the
state was ruined, the government was bankrupt and the War had destroyed all illusions of
any optimistic future. “Expressionism appeared as a sudden explosion of the German soul,
as an art of transcending reality and a liberation.”™® In this historical context, Expressionism
fits into a period of time of a real social and political crisis and « . before being a means of
artistic expression, it is an attitude of the mind, of the soul which can be summarised into
two words: anguish and revolt.”"’

Expressionism focused on emotion as the basis of art, and as “__.emotions have no objective
form, it became necessary to find a way of depicting them through equivalents in visual
language.”"® Tt is possible to link common characteristics that can be found in many works
within the Expressionists period. In order for the artists to express their deep inner state of
mind within the work, and putting it into a psychological focus, techniques such as
distortion and intensified expression are used.

Edvard Munch (1863-1944) was a German Expressionist who through ”.. .distortions, the
effects of exaggerated traits, and the excessively aggressive colours™” was to become
successful and well-known throughout this period. Through many death’s and illnesses in
his family, Munch was driven by dark inner phantoms and this underlying melancholic spirit
is evident and intensified in much of Munch’s work. In contrast, it is perhaps Amor and
Psyche (1907)%° that comparatively doesn’t show these dark connotations.

Munch’s oil painting Amor and Psyche uses a wide array of bright and bold colours
focusing and attracting immediate attention. Within the composition two standing naked
figures, a male and a female, face each other. The taller male has his head leaning towards
the female. The figures fill most of the space and light shines from behind and to the left of
the work. The lines and the brushstrokes are curiously vertical and the colours are emotive
in a way that symbolises of heat, warmth and passion that is infused between the two. The
vertical line and brushwork in Amor and Psyche are very different to Munch’s The Scream
(1893) and most of Munch’s other works, in that the lines are curvaceous and rounded
creating an infusing effect.

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), like Munch, in developing his Expressionism, sought to use
colour as the strength of his expression. Picasso began painting at 10 years of age, and at 15
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was accepted and studied at an art college in Barcelona. It is evident, in The Crouching
Beggar Woman (1902)% , that his work “...grew out of compassion and human sympathy’ 2
for in his earliest work he dramatised misery with powerful, dominant colours such as the
blue that can be found in The Crouching Beggar Woman, an oil on canvas.

The use of blue (light aqua blue to dark blue) dominates the work; other colours include
bronze brownish yellows, flesh colour and white. In the centre of this artwork, one sees a
kneeling beggar woman. The angle of the woman puts us in such a position that we are
looking down on her which increases our perception of her ‘lowness’. Her eyes are closed
and she has her head hanging low, perhaps too miserable, ashamed or weak to lift her head
any higher. In the background is a blank light blue empty wall on which a curtain hangs to
the left. A blue shadow covers parts of her face and this colour adds to the visual impact of
her despair, emphasising her thin gaunt face. The lines and the brushstrokes which create
the woman are soft, rounded and curvaceous giving her the appearance of being harmless
and weak, desolate and alone in her unforgiving situation. The sofiness of the woman’s
body is created through the tones which diffuse into the outlining of her body. She appears
fragile through the shattering curves; timid, shaky and cold. The brushstrokes are very
defined and deliberate. The walls surrounding her create the closed composition. It is the
horizontal brushstrokes, and the darkened shadows to the lower right corner of the work
which are the elements that create the closed composition.

Politically, the purpose in creating The Crouching Beggar-woman was to explore the theme
of human suffering, sadness and despair in which Picasso saw so much of on the streets of
Barcelona. By limiting himself to one colour - blue - he used this to become "...the
fundamental means of expression for strong emotion and compassion."* The strong
dominant use of blue is the most appealing feature in this work. It made the work somewhat
melodramatic, arousing ominous connotations through the harsh dark shadows that clouded
the beggar-woman against the light shadows in the background.

Where Picasso uses blue, to emphasise and heighten the feelings of depression and misery in
The Crouching Beggar-woman, Emil Nolde’s, composition The Dance Round the Golden
Calf (1910) uses the same technique of enhancing his work through colour. Warm colours
of reds, yellows and oranges, and to a lesser degree, whites, grey and purple are used to
enhance and generate feelings within the symbolic images portrayed of excitement, joy and
ecstasy. To communicate the emotional state of the artist, the adoption of medium such as
texture, colour, composition, outline and strong tonal contrast are often found in
Expressionist works.

Impressionists in comparison to Expressionists were wholly different in their approach to
art. Impressionism originated in France and rejected the ‘tame’ old art based on history and
mythology whereas Expressionism emerged in Germany forming because they rejected the
bourgeois conformity of naturalism. Where the Impressionists art tended to look sketchy
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and unfinished, focusing on capturing light as their main aim, it was the Expressionists work
that looked finished, and focused on emotion. Their influences too were different, being
scientific colour research and photography in comparison to the social and political crisis of
the end of WW1. The Impressionists used colour to show light where the Expressionists use
of colour was to express feeling and emotion. Should the Impressionists have been more
unified in their aims and approaches like the Expressionists I believe they would have been
able to of held the strength and long-lasting effects that the Expressionists had.
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